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In this qualitative study, we examine the impact of family migration on intergenerational 
learning, especially in relation to the transmission of cultural values and practices. Drawing 
on data collected through in-depth case studies with migrant Polish children and their 
parents, we explore the influHQFH RI LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDOLW\ RQ FKLOGUHQ¶V FXOWXUDO SUDFWLFHV
values and sense of identity and the significant forms of learning which take place within 
transnational families. Prompted by the diverse influences on their cultural learning after 
migration- from statutory services, community organisations, media, peers and family across 
two countries- FKLOGUHQ¶VEHOLHIVDERXW WKHFXOWXUDOYDOXHV WKH\VKRXOGDGRSWDUHFRQVWDQWO\
under pressure and transformation. Using a sociocultural approach, we examine migrant 
FKLOGUHQ¶V DQG WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ SRVLWLRQV DQG GHVFULEH WKHVH DV FRQYHUJHQW RU GLYHUJHQW LQ
WHUPVRIFXOWXUDOYDOXHVDQGSUDFWLFHV:HKLJKOLJKWWKHNH\UROHRIFKLOGUHQ¶VDJHQF\LQWKH
processes of intergenerational learning and relations and argue that transnational 
intergenerationalities need to be understood as re-configured by the new spatiality of family 
migration and require a more complex relational analysis, in order to inform inclusive 
practices in schools and community-based initiatives.   
Abstract in Spanish 
En este estudio cualitativo, se analiza el impacto de la migración en el aprendizaje 
intergeneracional en familias, especialmente en relación con la transmisión de los valores y 
las prácticas culturales. Basándose en los datos recogidos de estudios detallados con niños 
Polacos inmigrantes y sus padres, se explora la influencia de la intergeneracionalidad en las 
prácticas culturales, valores y el sentido de identidad de los niños y las formas de 
aprendizaje más importantes que tienen lugar dentro de las familias transnacionales. 
Impulsados por las diversas influencias en su aprendizaje cultural después de su migración- 
de servicios públicos, organizaciones comunitarias, medios de comunicación, los 
compañeros y sus familias transnacionales- las creencias de los niños acerca de los valores 
culturales que deben adoptar están constantemente bajo presión y transformación. 
Utilizando una teoría sociocultural, examinamos las posiciones de los niños inmigrantes y de 
sus padres, y describimos estos como convergente o divergente en relación con los valores 
y prácticas culturales. Destacamos el papel clave del control de los niños en los procesos de 
aprendizaje y las relaciones intergeneracionales. También  sostenemos que las relaciones 
intergeneracionales transnacionales deben entenderse como transformadas por el nuevo 
espacio de la migración familiar y requieren de un análisis relacional más complejo, con el 




Introduction: Intergenerational relationships and migrant families 
Migration ranks now as one of the most important factors in global change. Increasing 
number of families are separated by borders and find themselves at the crossroads of 
national and ethnic influences (Castles and Miler, 2013). Appadurai (1990) defined the 
central problem of modern day migration as the tension between cultural homogenization 
and cultural heterogenization. Modern subjectivities are produced at the conjuncture of 
transported ideas, values, life styles which migrants bring from their homeland and those of 
the communities they migrate to. Moving beyond national territories, cultures are thus the 
result of dynamic social processes, where individuals and communities interact LQµFRQWHVWHG
WHUUDLQV¶<XYDO-'DYLVUHIOHFWLQJWKHIOXLGLW\DQGLQWHUFRQQHFWHGQHVVRIWRGD\¶VµOLTXLG
PRGHUQLW\¶ %DXPDQ  Yuval-Davis (2011) has warned against an essentialist, 
universalistic view RI FXOWXUH µDV KDYLQJ a specific, fixed inventory of symbols, ways of 
behaviour and artefacts which coherently and unproblematically constitute cultures of 
specific national and ethnic collectivities¶ . In this paper, we adopt an 
understanding of culture as complex, discontinuous and multi-sited, which transcends 
borders and static ideas of locality (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992). The premise of discontinuity 
forms thus the starting point from which we examine the impact of family migration and 
separation on intergenerational relationships and PLJUDQWFKLOGUHQ¶V individual experiences of 
µFXOWXUH¶. 
Social theorists (Moghaddam, 2003; Chaudhary, 2008) have claimed that the formative 
social conditions for personhood are substantially different in the globalised, postmodern 
societies. Individuals experience themselves and the collective identities around them in 
subjective ways, and these experiences are central to the construction of their identity 
narratives. In relation to children, the importance of family relations has been widely 
recognised as crucial to their development and learning, with emphasis RQ SDUHQWV¶ and 
grandparents¶UROHs (Attias-Donfut and Segalen, 2002; Kenner et al., 2007). Research on the 
transmission of cultural practices has thus mainly focussed on DGXOWV¶ UROHV DV µIXQGV RI
NQRZOHGJH¶(Moll et al., 1982), despite calls for a much needed conceptual shift to a holistic 
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analysis which considers children as potential agents of social change. Notable exceptions 
are studies on the role of siblings (Gregory, 2001; Volk and de Acosta, 2004). 
Intergenerationality has been proven a useful framework of analysis when examining the 
everyday practices within families (Hopkins et al., 2010; Tarrant, 2010 and others). Around 
the world, intergenerational relationships are reshaped nowadays by factors such as 
unprecedented migration WUHQGV WKH µSDFH RI OLIH¶ LQ JOREDO WLPHV WKH LPSDFW RI QHZ
technologies and increased longevity (Lloyd, 2008). While the family itself is perceived as 
the primary agent for transferring the values, behaviours and artefacts to future generations 
(Hanks et al., 2004), in the case of migrant families, transnationalism affects the perception 
of connectedness between members and roles within families (Orellana, 2009; Parrenas, 
2005). Vanderbeck (2007) highlights the importance of a shared space in facilitating 
opportunities for intergenerational exchanges. It follows that migration impacts RQFKLOGUHQ¶V
LQGLYLGXDOH[SHULHQFHVRIµFXOWXUH¶DQGFXOWXUDOLGHQWLW\which is key to their acculturation. 
The reconfigured spaces of intergenerational exchanges points to the importance of re-
examining the multi-sited contexts in which children learn about languages, behaviours and 
identities, through participation in communities and practices that make up their lives 
transnationally. Cultures operate beyond defined geographical territories and are under 
continual change, with differentiations between individuals in how they position themselves 
in relation to various collectivities (Yuval-Davis, 2011). There is currently little research on 
how intergenerational relations are being changed due to family migration and 
transnationalism. Previous research has already showed that, after migration, children 
become cultural experts more rapidly than adults (Kenner et al., 2007; Orellana, 2009), 
highlighting major discrepancies between the traditional roles that adults played before 
migration and those available to them post-migration. Reduced social networks or limited 
ability to speak or read the new language affect DGXOWV¶DELOLW\WRmaintain µH[SHUW¶UROHV (Phua 
et al., 2008), as is their potentially more limited knowledge about the new social systems 
(Gadsen and Simmons, 1996; Yoshida et al., 2008). In the case of ethnic minority children, 
developing a cultural identity under the influence of one or more cultural groups transcends 
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the formal and informal spaces and involves them in constant processes of negotiating 
expectations in a battleground of (mainly adult) influences. Anthias (2008) has put forward 
WKH FRQFHSW RI µWUDQVORFDWLRQDO SRVLWLRQDOLW\¶ ZKLFK FRQVLGHUV ORFDWLRQ DV µD VRFLDO VSDFH
which is produced within contextual, spatial, temporal and hierarchical relations around the 
³LQWHUVHFWLRQV´RIVRFLDOGLYLVLRQVDQGLGHQWLWLHVRIFODVVHWKQLFLW\DQGJHQGHUDPRQJRWKHUV¶
(2008: 9). Research needs thus to consider the multiple intersections between the various 
groups that children are members of (family, school, friendship groups, community), rather 
than examine these in isolation. 
This paper aims to look at the processes of intergenerational learning in the families of new 
Polish migrants to Scotland. More specifically, we were interested in shedding more light on 
the processes through which intergenerational relationships develop after migration, to 
facilitate FKLOGUHQ¶V acculturation in their destination country, while also preserving cultural 
links with the homeland. By exploring the various influences in FKLOGUHQ¶VHQYLURQPHQWVRQ
their cultural identities, beliefs and practices, the study aimed to understand the sociocultural 
contexts in which FKLOGUHQ¶V LQIRUPDO OHDUQLQJ ZDV embedded and examine the extent to 
which educators can capitalise on learning that children do at home and transnationally. 
Recent literature on managing the challenges of cultural diversity and multiculturalism refers 
to WKHFRQFHSWRIµintegration¶DVDWZR-way process, but this is often perceived by individuals 
as much closer to assimilation (Wetherell, 2009). While some authors have looked at 
integration as acquisition of citizens¶ rights (Castles and Miller, 2013), others have identified 
certain GRPDLQV DQG µLQGLFDWRUV¶ RI integration (Ager and Strang, 2008), arguing that the 
focus should be on the process itself, not its measurable variables. Integration as a process 
is both influenced by normative rules and a result of individual capacities, choices, and 
motives. In relation to children, integration has often been defined in terms of their linguistic 
competence in the host language, their cross-ethnic social networks, adoption of new 
cultural values and ability to participate actively in the host society (Chuang and Moreno, 
2011). Sayad (2004) however argues that integration should be the result rather than the 
requisite for the involvement of individuals in the political, economic and social life Migrants 
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should see themselves as members with full rights and access to opportunities in the society 
they are asked to integrate in first, LQZKLFKFDVHLQWHJUDWLRQZRXOGEHDQDWXUDOµVLGHHIIHFW¶ 
   
Using a sociocultural approach to study intergenerational learning 
Previous fUDPHZRUNV IRU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ FKLOGUHQ¶V VRFLDOLVDWLRQ HPSKDVLVHd the 
XQLGLUHFWLRQDOLPSDFWWKDWDGXOWVKDYHRQWKHµGHYHORSLQJFKLOG¶ and often reduced learning to 
a mechanical process of transmission of knowledge, independent of any specific social and 
cultural environments (Jenks, 2005). Recent sociocultural theories of learning (Rogoff, 2003) 
combine elements of developmental and cognitive psychology with those of cultural and 
social anthropology, to provide a different framework for exploring FKLOGUHQ¶Vµbecoming¶ and 
learning. As Rogoff (2003) puts it, µLQGLYLGXDOand cultural processes are mutually constituting 
UDWKHU WKDQ GHILQHG VHSDUDWHO\¶ (2003:51). This implies an active role of children in 
intergenerational exchanges, by using symbolic and material cultural tools in the 
transformative process through which they learn. Learning is thus an inherently social and 
cultural process and the complex relationship between culture and cognition is solved by 
positioning individuals both as involved in and creators of social interactions. 
2QH NH\ FRQFHSW LQ H[DPLQLQJ FKLOGUHQ¶V OHDUQLQJ ZLWKLQ IDPLOLHV is WKDW RI µVFDIIROGLQJ¶
(Vygotsky, 1978), a form of cognitive support provided by the most experienced individual in 
the interaction. This has also been defined as 'help which will enable a learner to accomplish 
a task which they would not have been quite able to manage on their own' (Maybin et al., 
1992: 188). This definition adopts a binary model of expert-adult and novice-child. 5RJRII¶V
work showed how children across cultures adopt an active role in learning about cultural 
activities and 'guided participation is jointly managed by children and their companions in 
ways that facilitate children's growing skills' (1990: viii). Children are active creators of their 
development, often able to influence adults¶OHDUQLQJ$DUVDQGVKRZHG, for example, 
how knowledge asymmetries in relation to technology become an opportunity for children to 
VFDIIROGWKHLUJUDQGSDUHQWV¶OHDUQLQJEXWDOVRWRNHHSVRPHDFWLYLWLHVDVµQRQ-DGXOWVSDFHV¶ 
The roles of expert-novice are thus interchangeable. 7KHµV\QHUJ\¶OHDGLQJWRPXWXDOEHQHILWV
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for the actors involved has been documented in sibling relationships (Gregory, 2001) and in 
grandparents-children relationships in Bangladeshi families (Kenner et al., 2007).  
Moll et al. (1992) also talked about the knowledge and skills being transmitted within a social 
matrix, where social networks function on the basis of trust, which facilitates exchanges of 
information and skills. Their concept of funds of knowledge, GHILQHG DV µKLVWRULFDOO\
accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for the 
household or individual functioning and well-EHLQJ¶   LVNH\ WRH[DPLQLQJZKDW
resources families draw upon after migration, in order to learn about new cultural behaviours 
and norms. ,QGLYLGXDOV¶ XVH RI µFXOWXUDO WRROV¶ 5RJRII  VXFK DV ODQJXDJH RU
technology, has also a considerable importance in identifying the processes through which 
intergenerational learning is reshaped post-migration. The transnational cultural space 
challenges the ways in which the older generations can make use of experiences from their 
past in the process of cultural transmission. Adults will rely on values and memories from 
their past, through the so-called process of µSUROHSVLV¶ &ROHZKLFKFDQRIWHQEH LQ
tension with the cultural values children are exposed to post-migration. By cultural values, 
we understand those norms, traditions, rituals and beliefs which individuals may associate 
with a specific ethnicity or nation. Anthias (2011) stresses however that although migrants 
DUH RIWHQ DVVXPHG WR µFDUU\¶ ZLWK WKHP WKHLU µFXOWXUH¶ their gender, class and inter-
generational differences are key aspects of LQGLYLGXDOV¶changing cultural identity. CKLOGUHQ¶V
experiences of having to manage intergenerational tensions and how they navigate the 
cultural maps of two or more cultures have yet to be explored in depth.  
The study focus and methodology 
This research was conducted with newly migrated Polish families in Scotland, and sought to 
examine closely the intergenerational exchanges around cultural transmission and how 
FKLOGUHQ¶V FXOWXUDO LGHQWLWLHV ZHre shaped by these. We were interested in the processes 
through which children and adults mediate each other¶s access to the new culture, while also 
maintaining the cultural values and practices of their homeland and the extent to which 
learning interactions were co-constructed. Given the significance of space for 
8 
 
intergenerational exchanges, mentioned above, we also wanted to identify the places in 
which cultural beliefs, values and identities are formed. One other aim was to clarify how the 
UROHV RI µH[SHUW¶ DQG µQRYLFH¶ were negotiated in these intergenerational processes and 
identify any intergenerational tensions. By identifying the key characteristics of such learning 
exchanges, we wanted to provide new knowledge more widely on how families learn 
together, especially when separated by distance, and ZKDWLVWKHUROHRIFKLOGUHQ¶VDJHQF\LQ
the process. 
Since the enlargement of the European Union in 2004, Scotland, where this study took 
place, saw an unprecedented rise in the number of Eastern European migrant families 
arriving to seek employment. The vast majority of these have been Polish, following a strong 
history of Polish migration since the Second World War (White, 2011). After 2004, when 
Poland joined the European Union, the number of Poles migrating to the UK rose by almost 
half a million in less than three years (White, 2011). The increased opportunities for 
settlement offered by the EU membership meant that many decided for the first time to bring 
children over or have children after migrating. Currently, Poles are the biggest white ethnic 
minority in 6FRWODQG¶Vschools (Scottish Government, 2013).  
This study draws on data collected with 18 Polish families with children, of which 14 had one 
child and 4 had two children. The ages of the 22 children interviewed ranged from 7 to 14, 
and, at the time, they had been in Scotland for between 1 and 5 years. Families were 
recruited through mainstream schools in three locations (urban, semi-urban and rural) and a 
Polish Saturday school, and they came from a range of socio-economic backgrounds and 
migration histories. While some migrated from rural areas in Poland (n=6), the others came 
from small towns or cities in Poland (n=16). In terms of qualifications, about half of the 
parents interviewed had degrees, while the others were educated to A-levels or equivalent 
qualifications (one parent had no qualifications). All families were visited at home between 
September 2011- February 2012, for in-depth interviews with the children and parents, and 
all interviews were conducted in Polish by the second author. WH DVNHG IRU µDW OHDVW RQH
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parent¶WRtake part, and in most cases (n=16), mothers volunteered. Three fathers took part 
with their partners and in two families fathers were interviewed. 
We were mindful of the particularly challenging ethical issues of interviewing children in their 
homes (Bushin, 2007; Sime, 2008; 2015, forthcoming), including the key role that adults play 
DVJDWHNHHSHUV DQG FKLOGUHQ¶V OLPLWHG FRQWURO RYHU domestic spaces. During the visits, the 
process was explained and then children were asked if they wanted to be interviewed 
individually or with other family members. The visits varied in duration from one to two hours 
and we took the cues from the children in terms of length and format. Although we used 
pictures to represent activities we wanted to ask children about, they had a choice in terms 
of using these or just discussing freely the activities they were engaged in. Like Grewal and 
Ritchie (2006), we were aware of the importance of ethnic and language matching, and the 
interviewer was a native speaker of Polish, DOORZLQJIRUDPRUHµLQVLGHU¶SHUVSHFWLYHRQWKH 
views expressed. All interviews were recorded and then translated into English at 
transcription stage. Once collected, the data was analysed thematically, using a technique 
advocated by Boyatzis (1998). Initially, an overview thematic grid was produced to map out 
the descriptive summaries of the issues emerging from the data. This enabled a range of 
common key themes to develop across the data set, identifying similarities and differences in 
interpretations and understandings of children and parents. Relevant sections of the 
transcripts were then assigned appropriate thematic codes and refined sub-categories 
emerged. The emerging themes were then connected with the theoretical concepts which 
informed the research. Since this study is based on an interpretivist paradigm, transferability 
of the thematic findings to all migrant families is neither possible nor the aim of the study. 
Findings 
)URPWKHIDPLOLHVZHZRUNHGZLWKLWEHFDPHFOHDUWKDWFKLOGUHQ¶VFXOWXUDOLGHQWLWLHVSUDFWices 
and knowledge about the cultures in which they were operating were shaped by a range of 
influences, including family members in Scotland and those left behind, old and new peers, 
media and institutions such as schools and diaspora organisations. These were complex 
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processes of negotiating cultural values and practices between children and adults. While 
children and adults were often in agreement in terms of values, practices and expected 
behaviours, there were also divergences between generations. In this section, we aim to 
provide evidence on the considerable impact that migration has on FKLOGUHQ¶VRSSRUWXQLWLHVWR
interact with significant adults in the family, including grandparents. We examine first the 
practices identified in relation to the learning of the new culture and then move on to explore 
the practices linked to the maintenance of the homeland culture in the next section and 
illustrate the findings from our analysis with material from interviews. 
Convergence and divergence in learning about the new culture 
&KLOGUHQ¶V OHDUQLQJ DERXW WKH QHZ FXOWXUH ZDV QRW D OLQHDU SURFHVV RI acceptance and 
adoption of new cultural practices, but a far more complex process in which their agency 
was highly significant. As tensions between the new culture and the Polish culture were 
manifest in their everyday lives, children had to engage in a continuous process of 
acceptance or resistance. These tensions led to convergent and divergent practices. 
Convergent practices and values in learning about the new culture 
Children and their parents often shared an understanding that they had to adapt to the new 
culture, learn the language and integrate in the social structures in place. As one parent put 
it, µZH DUH KHUH QRZ DQG ZH KDYH WR OHDUQ WKH 6FRWWLVK ZD\V RI GRLQJ WKLQJV¶ (Paulina, 
mother). One clear example of convergent practices and values was in relation to schooling. 
Children and parents placed a high importance on µGRLQJZHOO¶DWVFKRRODFNQRZOHGJLQJthis 
not only as a pathway to success later in life, but also as a sign of integration. In one family, 
Kamil, 10, showed us the medals he got since living in Scotland: 
Kamil: This is a bag with my different medals that I won here [in Scotland]. This one 
is from school, I got it because I did well in a test, this is from the taekwondo 
competition, this is from a football competition, this is from the music band and this is 
from QXUVHU\«DQG,KDYe the cup which I won at football. I have a certificate as well.  
.DPLO¶VPXP,W¶VLPSRUWDQWWRJHWWKHVHthings, to do well. 
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Parents were often learning the new language WKURXJKFKLOGUHQ¶VKRPHZRUNand becoming 
receptive to cultural LQIOXHQFHV WKURXJK WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V VFKRROLQJ ,Q RQH RI WKH YLVLWV ZH
conducted, Romek, father to Kuba, 3, explained the efforts all adults in the family were 
making to ensure that Kuba, who was born in Scotland, would learn Polish, and how in turn, 
the boy was teaching his mother English: 
I teach him the colours and numbers in Polish, because I decided it will be good for 
him, no matter what we do in future [stay in Scotland or return to Poland]. So he 
knows the words for colours in English and now he learns them in Polish. At the 
nursery, he is learning a lot of English. My wife speaks only a little bit of English, so 
she learns with him. +H¶OOFRPHKRPHDQGVD\ZRUGVLQ(QJOLVKDQGVKH¶OOVD\ZKDW¶V
WKDWDQGKH¶OOWHOOKHULQ3ROLVK 
For both mother and child, this was a complex learning experience. Kuba seemed to acquire 
far more than just socialisation into what it means to attend nursery and the English 
language, as his learning at nursery provided him with significant cultural capital for entering 
school. He waV DOVR DEOH WR IDFLOLWDWH KLV PRWKHU¶V DFFHVV WR English, in explaining to her 
meanings by using his knowledge of both languages and making presuppositions about his 
PRWKHU¶V NQRZOHGJH LQ HDFK ODQJXDJH WKURXJK D FOHDU SURFHVV RI SUROHSVLV. )RU .XED¶V
mother, this was not only a learning experience of the new language, but also a realisation 
that Kuba was rapidly becoming a language µH[SHUW¶. As the main family member to have 
direct contact with native English speakers on a daily basis, he would mostly likely become 
responsible for transmitting this knowledge to his parents.  
In another family, Romek¶VPRWKHU, Bianca, talked with amusement about her son being the 
only Polish boy in the school who was playing the bagpipes. The family had attended several 
music events at school and got a letter sent home from the music teacher to encourage 
Romek¶V musical talent: 
Romek: I told my mum to buy me a kilt. We learnt about it at school, each family or 
clan have different colours to represent them. 
12 
 
Bianca: ,W¶s funny, because he is the only Polish child who plays traditional Scottish 
music. His music teacher sent us a letter saying that Romek is great, and we should 
buy real bagpipes. We were thinking about buying him a kilt, and bagpipes. Romek 
got very excited, but when I checked the prices, it is all very expensive, about £1000. 
Romek: ,¶YH been in two competitions already. I tried twice to wLQILUVWWLPH,GLGQ¶W, 
but I won the second time, when ,SOD\HGµ6FRWODQGWKHEUDYH¶ 
There was a strong sense that 5RPHN¶V interest in music was shaped by his family, with 
both his mother and grandmother being accomplished musicians. That being said, the fact 
that Romek played the bagpipes, rather than more traditionally Polish instruments, showed 
how Scottish cultural values, as mediated by the school and his peers, have had a clear 
impact on his LQWHUHVW LQPXVLFDQG6FRWODQG¶VFXOture. In this case, the mother was clearly 
supportive of 5RPHN¶V efforts. 
$OO SDUHQWV LQWHUYLHZHG DFNQRZOHGJHG WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V SRVLWLRQ DV µH[SHUWV¶ LQ WKH majority 
ODQJXDJHDQGH[DPSOHVRIFKLOGUHQPHGLDWLQJSDUHQWV¶DFFHVVWRLQIRUPDWLRQORFDOVHUYLFHV
or activities were numerous. Parents talked with a sense of pride about tKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V
achievements in terms of learning English DQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJ µKRZWKLQJVZRUN¶ LQ WKHQHZ
country. From instances when children acted as everyday interpreters for their parents, to 
roles that carried significant responsibilities, such as reading official letters or helping parents 
FRPSOHWH MRE DSSOLFDWLRQV FKLOGUHQ¶V SRVLWLRQLQJ DV language µH[SHUWV¶ FKDOOHQJHG DGXOWV¶
traditional roles as µIXQGVRI knowledge¶. Dorota explained how her son was regularly acting 
as an interpreter for her husband: 
0\KXVEDQG¶VOHYHORI(QJOLVKLVWKHORZHVWLQP\IDPLO\VRVRPHWLPHVZKHQWKH\JR
together to the shop, my husband starts talking in English and Viktor helps him with 
words. And then many times, Viktor WUDQVODWHV IRU P\ KXVEDQG DV KH GRHVQ¶W
understand the people in the shop. And once my son asked him to write an email to 
his teacher saying WKDWKHZRQ¶WFRPH to the football class because it was raining, so 




Divergent practices and values in learning about the new culture 
Knowing the majority ODQJXDJH LV NH\ WR FKLOGUHQ¶V DELOLW\ WR HQJDJH LQ OHDUQLQJ DQG RWKHU
social activities. While all families seemed to agree on the importance of learning English 
now that they were living in Scotland, there was a marked distinction in terms of the 
importance that different parents attached to maintaining their homeland language. Kasia, a 
mother of two, expressed disbelief that some Polish parents would be willing to abandon 
their homeland language anGLPSDLUWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VDELOLW\WRLQWHUDFWZLWKWKHLUIDPLOLHV: 
We always speak Polish at home, but I have many [Polish] friends who speak 
English to their children. They say they want their children to know a bit of English 
before they start school. Which is IXQQ\ EHFDXVH WKH\ >WKH SDUHQWV@ XVXDOO\ GRQ¶W
NQRZ(QJOLVKZHOO VR , FDQ¶W LPDJLQHKRZ WKH\FDQ WHDFK WKHLU FKLOGUen? And then 
their child will go to Poland to see the grandparents and ZRQ¶W be able to speak to 
them, which is kind of sad.  
Children and parents sometimes differed in their satisfaction with the school system in 
Scotland. While children were generally happy with their schools, emphasising the less rigid 
format of the school day, with less homework, less strict teachers and more choice, parents 
often saw the same characteristics as a sign of a less effective education. Some parents 
also talked about their IUXVWUDWLRQDWQRWEHLQJDEOHWRVXSSRUWFKLOGUHQ¶VOearning because of 
their lack of knowledge about the education system or limited language skills, which did not 
allow them to have engage with schools in a meaningful way. One of the mothers talks about 
µDIULHQG¶ZKRIHOWunable to help her child with homework: 
I have a friend, her daughter is now 13, and before they came here four years ago, 
her daughter used to go to school in Poland. And there, she knew how to help her 
daughter with homework, she knew the questions in the homework, but here, she 
GRHVQ¶W 6KH VD\V VKH IHHOV VR HPEDUUDsVHG EHFDXVH VKH FDQ¶W KHOS KHU GDXJKWHU
and her English is not good enough.(Ludmila, mother) 
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7KLVRIWHQPDGHFKLOGUHQVHQVLWLYHWRWKHLUSDUHQWV¶LQDELOLW\WRKHOSDQG frustration and made 
them adapt to the situation, often by becoming self-VXIILFLHQW RU DGRSWLQJ WKH µH[SHUW¶ UROH
WKHPVHOYHV ,Q WKH LQWHUYLHZZLWK$JDWKD¶VPRWKHUDERYHDIWHUVKH WDONVDERXW µKHU IULHQG¶
being unable to help her child with homework, Agatha, age 8, intervenes: 
 Agatha: %XW,GRQ¶WDVN\RXIRUKHOSZLWKKRPHZRUN 
Mother: 1R\RXGRQ¶W LW¶V WUXH<RX OHDUQD ORW IURPVFKRRO3OXV ,ZRUNVR ,GRQ¶W
have much time to help you. 
Agatha: At school, we learn songs and poems, letters, and EnglisK«DQGVRPHWLPHV
P\PXPZRXOGDVNPHWRWUDQVODWHWKLQJVIRUKHUDQGWKDW¶VILQH,GRQ¶WPLQG 
Agatha is clearly adopting considerable agency in the processes of managing her schooling 
DQGSURWHFWLQJKHUPRWKHU¶VIHHOLQJVDQGWKLVLVVXEVWDQWLDOO\LQIOXenced by her experiences 
and interactions in different places (e.g. school, home) and through learning about what 
would be customary practices of parental engagement.  
Being socialised in two cultures, that of the Scottish school and friendships and that of the 
Polish home, often meant that children were exposed to conflicting values and some talked 
about the challenging process of managing and negotiating identities and choosing between 
cultural affiliations depending on circumstances. Zuzanna, 12, explained how she used her 
Scottish accent at school DQGKRZVKHµIHOW¶DGLIIHUHQWLGHQWLW\DWKRPH 
I learnt to speak with a Scottish accent quite quickly. My friends like that, although 
WKH\¶G VRPHWLPHV PDNH IXQ RI P\ DFFHQW RU KRZ , VD\ WKLQJV ,¶G say ,¶P PRUH
Scottish at school, and more Polish at home.  
Parents were explicit about certain undesirable behaviours LQWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VIULHQGVVXFKDV
alcohol consumption, extravagant clothing or makeup, or disruptive behaviours at school: 
A lot of the young girls are wearing makeup, drink or do drugs, and when I compare 
my Wiktoria [to them], she looks and behaves totally different. TKH\GRQ¶W ORRNULJKW
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as these behaviours are QRWDSSURSULDWH IRUWKLVDJHDQG,ZRXOGQ¶W OHWKHUPL[ZLWK
these young people. (Berta, parent) 
SRPHRIWKHFKLOGUHQLQWHUYLHZHGVWDWHGWKDWWKHLUSDUHQWV¶YDOXHVZHUHNH\WRWKHLUFKRLFHRI
IULHQGV DQG KRZ WKHUH ZHUH VRPHWLPHV WHQVLRQV EHWZHHQ ZDQWLQJ WR µILW LQ¶ DQG DGRSW
practices which would make them popular at school and resSHFWLQJ WKHLU IDPLOLHV¶ YDOXHV 
(see also Sime and Fox, 2014 b).  
Convergence and divergence in maintaining the native culture 
Convergent practices and values in maintaining the native culture 
Data from parents revealed the high importance that newly migrated Poles gavHWRFKLOGUHQ¶V
OHDUQLQJ RI WKHLU SDUHQWV¶ language and culture. All families we visited spoke Polish in the 
KRPH DQG HQJDJHG LQ RWKHU DFWLYLWLHV WR VWLPXODWH WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V OHDUQLQJ RI WKH QDWLYH
language, such as watching TV in Polish via satellite, listening to the radio, encouraging 
FKLOGUHQ WR UHDG RQOLQH QHZV 0DUHN¶V PRWKHU IRU H[DPSOH WDONHG DERXW WKH UDQJH RI
activities her son engaged in online and offline, all in Polish: 
He watches SpongeBob [cartoon character]EXWKHGRHVQ¶W OLNH LW LQ(QJOLVKVRZH
get it dubbed in Polish on TV. He plays computer games as well, all in Polish, but I 
tend to restrict his access to computer games because he would play all the time. So 
I find him crosswords, books, all online in Polish, I prefer something he can learn 
from. 
Outside the home, families would also find opportunities for their children to interact with 
Polish speakers and learn about the Polish culture: 
You meet a lot of Polish people, you can buy Polish food, we go to the Polish church 
and the [Polish] Saturday school, so it is not difficult to teach Agatha about Poland 
and Polish customs. You can even get the Polish newspapers. 
Given the affordability of travel, many children said they visited relatives in Poland once or 
twice a year, often timing visits to coincide with family events (weddings, Holy Communion), 
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festive holidays (Easter, ChristmDVRUFKLOGUHQ¶VKROLGD\VIURPVFKRRO. These visits were not 
only an opportunity to just catch up with family and friends, but also for children to get to 
know the country and its cultural sites:   
Agnieska: Every time we go to Poland, we stay in my JUDQGSDUHQWV¶KRXVH«I often 
help my grandmother in the garden. Here, ZHGRQ¶WKDYHD garden like in Poland. 
Researcher: So you grandmother teaches you about gardening. ,VHH«:hat other 
things do you do together? 
Agnieska: We go walking together and we talk about life here and there or we play 
cards. My grandfather taught me some games. And we go to my uncle, and my 
cousin Kasia. This year, we went to Gdansk as well. 
$JQLHVND¶VPRWKHU<es, I want to show Agnieszka a little bit of Poland, so she can 
remember it. 
$JQLHVND¶V PRWKHU OLNH RWKHU PRWKHUV LQWHUYLHZHG WDONHG DERXW WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI
familiarising her daughter with the Polish culture and history and of maintaining family values 
and customs. Other studies have reported the tendency of Polish mothers to become home 
makers after migration and concentrate on bringing up the children and transmitting their 
native cultural values (Lopez-Rodriguez, 2010; White, 2011). This is often justified by 
PRWKHUV¶developing language skills in English and limited access to suitable employment. 
Online contact with relatives left behind was another key feature of family life post-migration. 
While patterns of contact differed across families, from daily to weekly, the main purpose of 
the online interactions was seen as keeping in touch and maintaining the emotional bond, for 
FKLOGUHQ¶VDQGJUDQGSDUHQWV¶EHQHILW. In many families, grandparents left behind connected to 
the internet for the first time after grandchildren had migrated and for the sole purpose of 
PDLQWDLQLQJDPRUHµUHDO¶FRQWDFWWKDQDIIRUGHGYLDSKRQHOLQHVThese technology-mediated 
interactions often involved children as key brokers of knowledge about the new culture. 
While grandparents used these opportunities to remind children of Polish traditions, read 
them stories, poems or songs, children told their grandparents about their activities at school 
or things they have learnt about the new culture. These included discussions around 
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µGLIIHUHQW¶ ZD\V RI GRLQJ WKLQJV VXFK DV FXOWXUDO DQG UHOLJLRXV FHOHEUDWLRQV FXVWRPV DQG
behaviours. One of the girls, Antonia, explains what she talks about with her grandmother 
when on Skype: 
0\JUDQGPDDOZD\VDVNVPHZKDWLW¶VOLNHOLYLQJKHUHDQG,VD\LW¶VGLIIHUHQWVRPH
things are better, some things are worse. So I show her the school uniform, tell her 
about the weather here, and when we celebrated 6W$QGUHZ¶V'D\DWVFKRRO , WROG
her about that. And then she tells me what things are like back home. And we speak 
in Polish, which is good for me.  
These cultural experiences, some real and others virtual, allow children to function in two 
cultural systems: both in the new culture, through schooling, engagement with local services 
and local friendships, and also by experiencing the culture left behind by their family, through 
the use of the Polish language and observance of traditions and customs kept alive by their 
SDUHQWV DQG JUDQGSDUHQWV ,Q WKLV FRQWH[W OHDUQLQJ DERXW WKH µQDWLYH¶ FXOWXUH KDSSHQV
WKURXJK FKLOGUHQ¶V HQJDJHPHQW LQ IDPLO\ DFWLYLWLHV REVHUYDnce of cultural practices and 
OHDUQLQJ E\ µRVPRVLV¶ DQG VRPH GHOLEHUDWH SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ DFWLYLWLes meant to ensure the 
transmission of cultural values. 
Divergent practices and values in maintaining the native culture 
There were however some accounts of explicit conflict between children and their 
parents/grandparents and between parents and grandparents. Although we did not interview 
JUDQGSDUHQWVSDUHQWVDFNQRZOHGJHG WKH LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO WHQVLRQV LQUHODWLRQ WRFKLOGUHQ¶V
upbringing. Grandparents left behind often put pressure on parents, to ensure that children 
spoke Polish well and were familiar with the cultural customs. They often expressed 
disappointment at not being able to do these things themselves, as opportunities for 
interaction were limited to fleeting family visits or chats via phone or SkySH.DVLD¶VPRWKHU
told of KHUSDUHQWV¶GLVDSSRLntment at their decision to migrate: 
In Poland, I was working and my husband was working, and Kasia was most of time 
in nursery or with her grandparents. SKH¶GGRORWVRIWKLQJVZLWKKHUJUDQGSDrents, so 
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when we told them we were coming here, you can imagine their reaction. My mum 
GLGQ¶W WDONWRPHIRUDIHZGD\VDQG,GRQ¶WWKLQNVKHKDVIRUJLYHQPH\HW 
Some accounts of explicit conflict between parents and children regarded the effort needed 
RQ FKLOGUHQ¶V SDUW to engage in activities related to maintaining their native language and 
culture, such as attending church or Saturday complementary schools. Children differed in 
how strongly they felt about the need to maintain an advanced knowledge of Polish now that 
they were living in another country. One of the boys, Michael, talked about confrontations 
with his dad when he wanted to play football rather than attend Saturday school. Similarly, 
0DUWDVDLGWKDWLWZDVPDLQO\KHUSDUHQWV¶ZLVKHVIRUKHUWRgo to the Polish school: 
My dad talks a lot about Poland, especially about Polish history, how there was a war 
LQ3RODQGDQGDOOWKDW$QG,JRWRWKH3ROLVKVFKRRORQ6DWXUGD\VP\GDGVD\VLW¶V
important for me to learn about the Polish culture and history. (Marta, 8) 
This is reflective of what Portes and Rumbaut (2001) called dissonant, consonant and 
selective acculturation, when family members vary in their readiness to embrace the new 
culture. While in some cases children learn the language and adapt to the new culture very 
quickly, parents do not adapt at the same pace (dissonant acculturation), and in other cases 
children and parents embrace the new culture and abandon the old one at the same pace 
(consonant acculturation).  The former is more likely to create intergenerational conflict, as 
adults and children in the family GLVDJUHH RQ WKH PRUDO JURXQGV RI OHDYLQJ RQH¶V FXOWXUH
behind. Most of the families in our study adopted a selective acculturation approach, where 
their links with the co-ethnic community and the sustained transnational relations allowed 
parents and children both to maintain aspects of the native culture, including the language, 
and to gradually embrace elements of the new culture.  
Discussion  
Within the research described, there is evidence of more VLJQLILFDQW FKDQJHV LQ IDPLOLHV¶
intergenerational activities, relationships and roles after migration than has previously been 
accounted for. Separation brought by migration is inherently challenging for the traditional 
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roles within the family. Structural changes that families go through are accompanied by 
cultural changes brought about by the processes of acculturation and integration into the 
new society and these can often lead to intergenerational tensions. Lüscher and Pillemer 
(1998) used the µintergenerational ambivalence¶ construct to explore how individuals may 
feel towards others in their family, after migration. In our study, children expressed some 
ambivalence towards the sometimes contradictory norms and values of their parents and 
grandparents and those of the new culture. We also got a sense of the ambivalence that 
SDUHQWV IHOW LQ UHODWLRQ WR WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V DFFXOWXUDWLRQ ZDQWLQJ WKHP WR VXFFHHG LQ WKHLU
adaptation, but also to maintain the traditional values and identity. Findings have also 
showed KRZ WUDGLWLRQDO IDPLO\ OHDUQLQJ UHODWLRQVKLSV DQG UROHV RI µH[SHUW-QRYLFH¶ EHFRPH
more reciprocal when a family migrates, with increDVHGDJHQF\RQFKLOGUHQ¶VSDUW 
Migration does not mean however the disintegration of family ties and findings from this 
study showed the great lengths that migrants go to in order to keep in touch with family 
members left behind and maintain cultural practices (see also Sime and Fox, 2014 b). 
Children talked very fondly of their relationships with their grandparents and about their 
regret of having to live separated. The emotional support they received, often mediated by 
technology or phone calls, was key to their stability and confidence in coping with the new 
environment. They also expressed strong feelings of belonging to both cultures, that of their 
IDPLOLHV¶KRPHODQG, as mediated by their contact with their grandparents and parents, and 
that of their new country, as mainly mediated by school and local friendships. This 
description of the strong transnational bonds KLJKOLJKWHG FKLOGUHQ¶V DZDUHQHVV RI WKH
importance of the values learnt from their distant relatives and how these were part of their 
cultural identity and ethnicity.  
There is no doubt from the evidence presented above that migrant children acquire an 
enhanced role in the nuclear family after migration, often due to their enhanced linguistic 
competence in English. 7KLVRIWHQSRVLWLRQVWKHPDVµH[SHUWV¶LQWKHIDPLO\DQGFRQIHUVWKHP
a certain advantage over their parents, especially if the paUHQWV¶linguistic competence is still 
developing. In these situations, children can often have the main role in familiarising their 
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parents and grandparents with the new culture and mediating their access to opportunities 
(see Sime and Fox, 2014 a). This position can lead children to increased ambivalence 
towards their SDUHQWV¶KRPHODQG ODQJXDJHFXOWXUHDQGLGHQWLW\ZKLFKPD\H[SODLQSDUHQWV¶
DQGJUDQGSDUHQWV¶ LQVLVWHQFHWKDWFKLOGUHQHQJDJH LQFXOWXUDODFWLYLWLHVZKLFKDOORZWKHPWR
maintain their native values. Loyalty conflicts often occurred when children saw these 
demands as too time-consuming, boring or irrelevant. Anthias (2011) sees these 
PDQLIHVWDWLRQV RI LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO VWUXJJOHV DV DGXOWV¶ DWWHPSWV WR PDLQWDLQ FRQWURO RYHU
\RXQJSHRSOH¶VIXWXUe. In our research, children were aware that the two cultures were both 
significant to their lives, although their ideas about their cultural identities were clearly 
unsettled through migration.  Most saw their ethnic identity as Polish, justifying this through 
their IDPLOLHV¶RULJLQDOWKRXJKWKH\ WDONHGDERXWDVSHFWVRI WKH6FRWWLVKFXOWXUHZKLFKZHUH
starting to influence them. 
The findings also highlight the diversity of the spaces in which FKLOGUHQ¶V OHDUQLQJ DERXW
cultural values and practices are shifted away from the home. As migrant children exert their 
DJHQF\ DV µFXOWXUDO H[SHUWV¶ DQG WKH SODFHV LQ ZKLFK WKH\ GHYHORS DQG UH-enact cultural 
practices expand, their choices in relation to cultural practices are often unavailable to their 
parents. Transnationalism and transnational practices bring about a reconfiguration of 
spaces in which children develop their cultural identities and allow them more flexibility in 
adopting these identities depending on the culture they need to interact in. Some authors 
KDYH WDONHG DERXW D µFXOWXUDO FRPSHWHQFH¶ factor (Vertovec, 2009:73), where, similar to 
switching between languages in bilingualism, individuals learn different cultural practices and 
switch between these as and when required. The empirical evidence from our study 
demonstrates that migrant children become competent in navigating different sites of cultural 
HQJDJHPHQW DQG WKDW LQFUHDVLQJO\ WKH UROH RI LQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO UHODWLRQV LQ FKLOGUHQ¶V






Conclusion and implications for pedagogy 
This study has revealed the complex nature of cultural learning that migrant children are 
exposed to and of the spaces in which this learning is taking place. While migrant children 
may be active agents in the processes of family acculturation, the challenges to family 
dynamics brought by migration should not be underestimated by educators. In Scotland, 
where this study took place, the newly implemented Curriculum for Excellence (2010) aims 
WR HQVXUH WKDW DOO \RXQJ SHRSOH EHFRPH µVXFFHVVIXO OHDUQHUV FRQILGHQW LQGLYLGXDOV
UHVSRQVLEOHFLWL]HQVDQGHIIHFWLYHFRQWULEXWRUV¶8QGHUWKHVHIRXUGLPensions, it emphasises 
WKH LPSRUWDQFH RI VXSSRUWLQJ FKLOGUHQ¶V OHDUQLQJ DQG SHUVRQDO GHYHORSPHQW WKURXJK DQ
acknowledgment of the significant learning that children do outside school and a direct 
involvement of parents as partners in learning. In the same context, the Education 
(Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 emphasises the key role that schools 
have in maximising the potential of bilingual learners, although a more recent review (HMIE, 
2009) has found that despite some evidence of good practice in meeting the needs of newly-
arrived migrant children, teachers lack the confidence in working with bilingual learners and 
weaknesses still exist in supporting their achievement and getting them accustomed quickly 
to the education system. 
Practitioners working with migrant children need to be aware of the complex changes in 
family roles and relationships that children experience. &KLOGUHQ¶VPXOWLSOHFRPSHWHQFHV LQ
the new language and culture, often mediated by their schooling, may mean that their 
SRVLWLRQDVµFXOWXUDOH[SHUWV¶LQWKHKRPHKDVDGGHGSUHVVXUHVDQGPD\FKDOOHQJHWUDGLWLRQDO
roles and hierarchies. Equally, children may bring to the school a wealth of knowledge and 
experience RULJLQDWLQJ LQ WKHLU IDPLOLHV¶ FXOWXUH EXW ZKLFK PD\ EH different from the 
knowledge required and valued at school. These cultural discontinuities may lead to children 
becoming culturally marginalised and isolated. To address this gap, educators need to 
create opportunities for children to develop strategies of navigating the two cultures and 
negotiate family roles in a positive way. Schools also need to identify opportunities for 
parents to take a more active role in the school life through family programmes, support 
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groups or parent-led activities, to allow them opportunities to familiarise themselves with the 
curriculum and also to immerse themselves in the new culture through multi-cultural 
networks of support. 
The study findings have significant policy implications for supporting the successful 
integration of migrant families. Given the challenges migrant parents are faced with in terms 
RI WKHLU NQRZOHGJH DQG FRQILGHQFH LQ VXSSRUWLQJ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V HGXFDWLRQ DQG DFFHVV WR
local services, pathways to service access should be simplified and made available to newly 
arrived families in their own language. Similarly, efforts should be made to support families 
to connect with diaspora groups and non-migrant, settled populations. As migrant families¶
networks of support will in most cases change substantially after migration, policies need to 
ensure that adults without the language skills to enter the job market have opportunities to 
engage in other ways within communities. Such interventions may include locally provided 
language classes, support groups, clear information on entitlements to free childcare and 
other financial assistance, training on applying for jobs and an obligation from statutory 
services to make information available in other languages.  
As the number of migrant children continues to grow, their voices and experiences must be 
included in decisions made at local and national levels in social interventions, planning of 
education and other services and public policy. This study has highlighted the complexity of 
PLJUDQW FKLOGUHQ¶V IDPLO\ UHODWLRQVKLSV DQG WKHLU VWUHQJWKV DQG FKDOOHQJHV LQ RYHUcoming 
transnational barriers to family relationships. Services working with newly migrated parents 
must find ways of helping them understand the structure of the education system their 
children must access and LGHQWLI\ PHDQLQJIXO ZD\V RI HQJDJLQJ WKHP LQ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V
HGXFDWLRQ )LQGLQJ ZD\V WR FDSLWDOLVH RQ PLJUDQW FKLOGUHQ¶V YDVW FXOWXUDO UHVRXUFHV DQG
identifying opportunities for them to succeed academically and feel included require skilled 
educators, with an increased awareness of the diverse learning populations and ability to 
provide a culturally-sensitive curriculum. Given the fact that more and more families are 
separated by borders in the modern world, school and other services need to continue to 
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support migrant citizens and broaden the horizons of public policy when it comes to 
conceptualising families.  
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